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The rising culture of consumerism has started to manifest 
itself spectacularly, mostly in urban settings (Jayne 2006). Cities 
have been transforming into nodes of leisure consumption to 
meet the needs and whims of consumer society (Clark 2011). Some 
cities have implemented policies to develop the leisure economy, 
and the night-time economy in particular, which is also seen as a 
step towards economic restructuring (Bromley, Tallon & Thomas 2003; 
Brands, Schwanen & van Aalst 2014; Crivello 2011). Young adults, among 
them university students, constitute an important part of the new 
generation of consumption-oriented urbanites.

In line with the rise of the post-Fordist and knowledge-
based economy, higher education has expanded substantially. 
This trend is visible in the rising number of Higher Education 
Institutions (HEIs) and student enrolments. Public policies have 
promoted the education of young professionals (Munro & Livingston 
2012; Hauschildt et al. 2015) to foster the advantages of states, 
regions and cities that are now competing in ‘the development 
game’ of the ‘new economy’. As a result of the massification of 
higher education, cities worldwide have experienced an influx 
of young people looking for education opportunities. Moreover, 
student populations have grown not only in historical university 
towns but also in cities with different pasts, for example former 
manufacturing centres (Wattis 2013).

The current research focuses on the intersection of two 
essential processes in post-industrial urban restructuring, namely 
the rise of consumerism and the growth of higher education 
enrolments, which is taking place in many contemporary cities that 
host university students. Although students have been present in 
towns and cities for decades if not centuries, recently they have 

gained more attention from scholars (Kotus, Rzeszewski & Bajerski 
2018). As communities hosting HEIs have been fuelled by a ‘[…] 
lucrative, sizable, and dependable consumer population […]’ of 
students, they have mutated into ‘consumption-oriented student 
cities’ (Chatterton 2010) within the broader framework of neoliberal 
urban change and commodification. ‘Studentscapes’ have 
sprawled through cities, although in different forms (Russo & Tajter 
2007), creating student areas that offer private accommodation to 
let (Smith 2005), and/or bars, pubs, cafés, clubs and other venues 
to visit (Chatterton 1999). Some cities associate the growth of the 
student population with positive changes (Sokołowicz 2019), while 
others have experienced its negative externalities (Allinson 2006; 
Munro & Livingston 2012).

Although the numerous ways students have impacted cities 
worldwide have generated volumes of papers, research remains 
oriented towards student accommodation issues (Nakazawa 2017), 
focusing on single, usually Anglo-Saxon, case studies (Moos et 
al. 2019), and neglecting other topics and locations. Hence, this 
paper analyses student leisure consumption and discusses its 
role for urban economies and geographies using original survey 
data gathered among student populations in two European cities, 
namely Lodz, Poland and Turin, Italy. Moreover, it presents and 
employs a conceptual framework for studying university students’ 
leisure consumption patterns in a three-dimensional approach – 
that is, in temporal, economic and spatial dimensions.

The paper begins with a review of the literature devoted to 
higher education students and their leisure consumption. This 
section is followed by an overview of the applied methodology 
and a brief description of the two cities chosen for the comparative 
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study. Next, the paper explores and compares three-dimensional 
pictures of students’ leisure activities in Lodz and Turin. Finally, it 
discusses the role of students’ leisure consumption patterns for 
their host cities.

University students and the leisure economy in contemporary 
cities

Students have been users of university towns and cities for 
centuries. From an economic point of view, their presence used to 
be associated with an accelerated exogenous demand for goods 
and services produced locally (Brockliss 2000). Nevertheless, 
student populations remained at the peripheries of urban studies 
scholarship until the end of the 1990s. The limited research on 
students in cities seemed to be part of a broader issue, namely the 
negligence of research into young people in urban environments 
(Skelton & Gough 2013). However, due to the expansion of higher 
education, students are now a substantial population in many 
cities worldwide and a visible group of consumers. Therefore, 
they have gained special attention from researchers in recent 
years (Kotus, Rzeszewski & Bajerski 2018).

The current academic debate sheds light on higher education 
and consumption as engines of ongoing urban change. In that 
context, some scholars have highlighted the phenomenon of 
leisure economy growth in university cities, which is related to the 
rising population of students. Young people’s preference to gather 
and socialise in bars, pubs, cafés and clubs in university cities 
creates pressure to establish and develop the ‘student urban 
service sector’ (Chatterton 2010), which comprises businesses 
serving the academic youth.

Students have been characterised as frequent visitors 
of pubs and clubs (Brands, Schwanen & van Aalst 2014), especially 
middle- and upper-class ‘traditional’ students in their first year of 
university enrolment (Chatterton 1999; Christie, Munro & Rettig 2001). 
However, more recent studies show that the student model of 
leisure is changing. Gant & Terry (2017) highlight a shift among 
British students from the ‘pub–club’ to ‘home–pub–club’ pattern 
of night-time consumption, with connotations of ‘pre-loading’. 
Moreover, Polish researchers point out that meeting friends and 
organising a party at home instead of going out is one of the 
economising strategies that are popular among students due to 
the limits of their budgets (Grabkowska & Frankowski 2016).

Considering the frequency of consumer activities, students 
are perceived as going out more frequently than the rest of the 
urban population (Hollands 1995; Brands, Schwanen & van Aalst 2014). 
However, their presence in the city, and therefore their leisure 
consumption patterns, is partly dependent on the broader 
temporal frameworks constituted by HEIs (Chatterton 1999). Thus, 
on some days or in some months, university cities experience a 
temporal shrinkage of student populations (Dubet 2006), making 
the operation of local student-oriented businesses fluctuate 
(Garmendia, Coronado & Ureña 2012; Ackermann & Visser 2016).

The vivid worldwide debate on intra-urban student 
geographies originated in the UK, where certain neighbourhoods 
in university cities and towns have been ‘studentified’ due to the 
off-campus accommodation boom. According to the seminal work 
by Smith (2005), urban neighbourhoods that are studentifying face 
various impacts, among them the emergence of leisure venues 
oriented towards students. In some cases, studentification has 
led to the rise of specific consumption venues (Fabula et al. 2017), 
while in others, it has resulted in the erosion of infrastructure tied 
to the needs and tastes of non-students (Sage, Smith & Hubbard 
2012). The rise of the ‘student city’ is also spatially reflected 
in urban areas devoted to hosting student-oriented leisure 
venues. Such areas, which Chatterton & Hollands (2002) refer to as 
‘playscapes’, tend to concentrate ‘young people’s activities in 
bars, pubs, night clubs and music venues within the night-time 

entertainment economy.’ The concentration of these businesses 
in particular places can be useful from the students’ point of view, 
as it increases the chance of meeting people of a similar age 
and lifestyle (Chatterton 1999). However, in some cities, areas of 
students’ night-time consumption are spatially separated from the 
places of their accommodation. For instance, venues catering to 
students often operate in city centres (Murzyn-Kupisz & Szmytkowska 
2015; Calvo 2017; Gant & Terry 2017) or along major streets next to an 
HEI’s facilities (Chatterton 2010).

Students’ consumption patterns in cities have been studied 
by researchers from different academic fields, but they are of 
special interest to geographers and economists. Geographers 
add novel conceptualisations and knowledge to the spatial and 
temporal patterns of university students’ presence in and impacts 
on cities, such as ‘studentification’ (Smith 2005; Smith & Holt 2007; 
Sage, Smith & Hubbard 2012; Smith & Hubbard 2014; Nakazawa 2017) and 
‘studentscapes’ (Russo & Tajter 2007). They also provide numerous 
insights into the physical, temporal, social and cultural aspects of 
the leisure consumption of higher education students (Hollands 1995; 
Chatterton 1999; Smith 2005; Calvo 2017; Fabula et al. 2017; Gant & Terry 
2017). By contrast, economists measure students’ expenditures 
(e.g. Gaczek & Kaczmarek 2015; Hermannsson, McGregor & Swales 2018), 
often as part of studies on the economic impact of HEIs. However, 
with the exception of Steinacker (2005), their findings do not usually 
provide insights into the intra-urban distribution of this expenditure. 
On the whole, the ongoing multidisciplinary debate over students’ 
presence in cities seems to exclude the linkage between the spatial 
and economic dimensions of their leisure. Furthermore, the focus 
on single case studies and night-time practices in the research into 
student consumption limits the current understanding of student 
leisure. Thus, we should research different modes of student 
leisure, in a way that enables a comparative analysis of data from 
various university cities.

Methodology
The exploration of urban phenomena through comparative 

research is an emerging trend because, in the globalised world, 
it helps us to broaden the view resulting from single case studies. 
However, it has not yet gained much attention among scholars 
dealing with student populations in cities. Following this reasoning, 
this contribution aims to capture, describe, and compare leisure 
consumption patterns of higher education students using a three-
dimensional approach and employing empirical evidence of 
student populations in two European cities, namely Lodz (Łódź) 
and Turin (Torino). Although these two cities function in different 
historical, economic, socio-cultural and geographical contexts, 
they share two crucial phenomena of the ongoing global urban 
restructuring, namely substantial deindustrialisation and the 
remarkable growth of the higher education sector. This makes 
them an appropriate choice for a comparative study formula 
(Robinson 2017).

Lodz, the third-largest city in Poland, had a population of 
696,503 people in 2017 (Statistics Poland 2018), while Turin, with 
884,733 inhabitants, was ranked the fourth most populous city in 
Italy in the same year (Città di Torino 2018). Therefore, in relation to 
population size, as well as their role in the European settlement 
system, they can be labelled ‘second-tier’ cities. Moreover, both 
cities were economically dominated by one type of manufacturing 
for decades. More specifically, Lodz was the centre of the 
Polish textile and clothing industry from the 19th century (Zasina, 
Sokołowicz & Nogalski 2020), while in the 20th century, Turin was 
a leading European example of a ‘motor city’ (Caruso, Pede & 
Rossignolo 2019). The loss of industrial production in the 1980s and 
1990s led both cities towards economic decline and population 
shrinkage. However, it also started a long-term process of urban 
reinvention (Gałuszka 2017; Ponzini & Santangelo 2018).
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Lodz and Turin have experienced remarkable growth in 
higher education in recent decades. It could be said that higher 
education has become a new ‘industry’ for these two former 
manufacturing cities (Mangione 2019; Sokołowicz 2019). Nowadays, 
they host a substantial number of students, namely 50,299 full-
time students enrolled in public HEIs in Lodz in 2017 (Statistics 
Poland 2018) and 93,836 in Turin (OSSREG 2017). Turin has been 
home to a student community for several centuries as its 
university was established in the 15th century. By contrast, HEIs 
in Lodz were launched mostly in the 1940s due to the post-war, 
socialist modernisation of the city (Zysiak 2016). The Lodz student 
population boomed during Poland’s transition from socialism to 
capitalism (Zasina, Sokołowicz & Nogalski 2020), following the pattern 
of other post-socialist cities (Fabula et al. 2017). Since the 1990s, 
both cities have developed HEIs as a solution for socio-economic 
and spatial redevelopment. However, while in Turin the growth 
of higher education was a goal set in numerous municipal policy 
instruments (Mangione 2019), in Lodz it was rather an organic 
and ‘entrepreneurial’ response to the educational boom by the 
local HEIs. Furthermore, although the development of higher 
education infrastructure has substantially transformed Lodz 
and Turin cityscapes in recent decades, HEI facilities tend to be 
clustered on the edges of their central zones in both cities, taking 
the form of campuses or semi-campuses (Zasina 2020).

To meet the requirements of an international study (Daniłowicz 
2007), and to take complex, but comparable, pictures of students’ 
leisure in particular, the research followed the standardised, 
quantitative study formula in both cities, focusing on the 
frequency of students’ leisure activities (temporal dimension), 
related expenditure (economic dimension) and the urban areas 
visited (spatial dimension). More specifically, students were 
asked to delineate their leisure activities spent in music and night 
clubs, pubs and cafés, and cultural and sports venues, but also 
in places of non-daily shopping (e.g. for clothing, electronics), 
and when meeting friends at ‘home’ (the place of temporary or 
permanent residence) as a guest or a host. The students were 
instructed to limit their answers to activities that occurred only 

during term-time in each city. They were asked to assess the 
frequency and geography of their activities by choosing one of 
the four pre-defined answers for each activity type. At the same 
time, they freely provided monetary amounts in their national 
currencies when answering the question about expenditure. 
To make the results reliable, only those students who declared 
that they regularly undertook the types of activities examined 
were asked to provide details of the expenses and geographies 
(including the names of preferred venues).

The pilot-tested survey was administered between March 
2017 and February 2018 as part of wider research on the 
impact of university students on Lodz and Turin. To ensure the 
comparability of the two datasets, the same sampling procedure 
was applied to survey students enrolled in all public HEIs in 
both cities: 6 HEIs in Lodz and 3 HEIs in Turin. The sample 
reflects the student population structure through the control of 
two variables, namely how students are assigned to HEIs and 
their units (departments), and their level of education (Table 
1). In brief, the survey was designed to cover a representative 
group of students from different education fields, lifestyles, and 
everyday geographies. Individual paper questionnaires were 
administered directly by interviewers among Polish and Italian 
full-time students at HEIs facilities spread around Lodz and 
Turin. International students were purposely omitted, as they 
seem to have unique consumption practices (Collins 2010; Calvo, 
Nofre & Geraldes 2017). Following this reasoning, PhD students 
were also excluded in the sampling procedure because of their 
different life courses and socio-economic status (Ruming & Dowling 
2017). Ultimately, a total of 1,059 university students in Lodz and 
1,042 in Turin completed the questionnaires correctly and were 
included in the sample.

Table 1 shows the proportion of students from each HEI 
included in the database, which matched the number of students 
who were enrolled in the HEIs in both cities (by departments 
in the institutions; departments are not detailed in the table). 
Moreover, in line with the structure of full-time students enrolled in 
these HEIs, more of them were undergraduate students (55.6% 

Table 1. Sample characteristics

Lodz Turin

Sample size 1059 1042

Students by Higher Education Institution (HEI)*

54.4% UŁ (university) 
24.4% PŁ (technical university) 
16.2% UM (medical university) 

  1.9% ASP (art school) 
  1.7% AM (music school) 

  1.4% PWSFTviT (film school)

61.1% UT (university) 
37.5% PT (technical university) 

  1.5% AA (music school)

Students by level of education* 55.6% undergraduate 
44.4% graduate

66.9% undergraduate 
33.1% graduate

Students by domicile 
Local – students living in the city before entering HEI 

Non-local – students not living in the city before 
entering HEI

33.8% local 
66.2% non-local

24.0% local 
76.0% non-local

Students by residence 
Residents – students living in the city permanently or 

temporarily 
Commuters – students commuting to the city

76.8% residents 
23.2% commuters

72.9% residents 
27.1% commuters

* Variables controlled in the sampling procedure. 
Source: own elaboration.
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in Lodz and 66.9% in Turin) than graduate students (44.4% and 
33.1%, respectively). The study covered more non-local (66.2% 
and 76.0%, respectively) than local students (33.8% and 24.0%, 
respectively). Similar shares of students reside in Lodz and 
Turin permanently or temporarily (76.8% in Lodz and 72.9% in 
Turin) and commute to these two cities daily (23.2% and 27.1%, 
respectively).

Three-dimensional pictures of students’ leisure consumption 
from Lodz and Turin

Students’ leisure in Lodz: a preference for shopping
The results show that the most common type of leisure 

activity among students in Lodz is meeting friends at home (at 
their place of permanent or temporary residence). In total, 89.2% 
of Lodz students declared that they visited or hosted friends 
regularly. Students in Lodz spend EUR 12.95 per month on such 
activities on average, and this expenditure is associated with the 
consumption of food and beverages.

However, apart from meeting friends at home, the single 
most common leisure activity of the youth studying in Lodz is non-
daily shopping (e.g. for clothing or electronics). In total, 85.2% of 
them report regularly visiting venues for non-daily shopping, and 
32.4% visit them at least once per week. Therefore, it seems that 
for Lodz students, shopping is a basic form of leisure. Among 
the activities studied, non-daily shopping is also the costliest. 
Students report an average expenditure of EUR 40.35 per month 
on purchasing clothes, electronics and other non-daily products, 

usually in large shopping centres located on the edges of the city 
centre.

Visiting pubs and cafés features among the common leisure 
activities of Lodz students, as 75.9% of the respondents stated 
that they regularly visit venues of this type. Lodz students spend 
an average of EUR 14.85 per month there. The area of the city 
that benefits economically from this expenditure is predominantly 
Ulica Piotrkowska (Piotrkowska Street, Figure 1), a historical and 
commercial street, which is the central axis of the city.

A relatively common type of leisure activity among students 
in Lodz is visiting cultural venues, with approximately 57% of 
students saying they visit a cultural attraction regularly. However, 
it is not the most regular type of activity, as roughly 6% of the 
students declared that they visit such places at least once per 
week. On average, students in Lodz spend EUR 9.98 per month 
enjoying culture out of the home, but this is limited to watching 
films in multiplexes that operate in the centre of Lodz.

Although practising regular sports activities is quite costly 
(EUR 14.21 per month on average), 52.1% of the students visit 
sports venues regularly, mostly in the neighbourhoods where 
they live. However, while 26.3% of the student population of the 
city declare that they visit gyms, fitness clubs, swimming pools 
and sports clubs ‘very frequently’, an even larger proportion 
(47.9%) state that they visit them rarely or not at all.

Students enrolled in HEIs in Lodz are not frequent visitors to 
music and night clubs. Only 37.9% of students said they regularly 
visit these types of night-time venues, making this activity the 
least frequent of those studied. Having fun in such clubs is not 

Figure 1. Ulica Piotrkowska in Lodz
Source: Jakub Zasina (2017).
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merely occasional, it is also expensive, since students who 
prefer this type of leisure activity spend EUR 16.87 per month 
on them on average. The clubs that are popular among students 
are clustered mostly in Lodz’s central areas, namely Ulica 
Piotrkowska, and the surrounding blocks.

Students’ leisure in Turin: pubs and cafés like second homes
In Turin, meeting friends at home is the most prevalent 

leisure activity among students, with 85.6% of them visiting or 
hosting friends regularly. Socialising at home does not require 
high expenditure, as Turin students report average monthly 
expenses of only EUR 9.76 for that activity, while the median 
value is actually EUR 0.00. When having get-togethers at home, 
students probably consume products purchased for individual 
or household use, which may not be treated as expenditure 
dedicated to meetings of this kind.

Visiting pubs and cafés is also a popular leisure-type activity 
among students in Turin. Over 83% of them report visiting these 
venues regularly in their leisure time, and 37.5% of the student 
population visit them at least once per week or more often. Thus, 
socialising in pubs and cafés determines the picture of students’ 
out-of-home leisure in the city. This suggests that such venues 
might be treated as a sort of ‘second home’ for students (or 
their ‘third places’, in reference to the concept of Oldenburg, 1999). 
These venues operate mostly in an area within walking distance 

of Via Roma (Rome Street) and in the neighbourhoods inhabited 
by students.

Consuming culture is a regular leisure activity for 65.1% 
of students in Turin, although only one in ten students visits a 
cultural venue at least once per week or more frequently. This 
type of activity usually takes the form of watching a film in one 
of the cinemas in the city centre, but visiting museums is also 
popular. The average monthly cost of cultural consumption is not 
high (EUR 12.97).

Non-daily shopping is a regular leisure activity for 62.2% of 
Turin students, visiting the commercial street, Via Roma (Figure 
2), or the shopping centres encircling the inner city. Although 
purchasing non-daily products is the costliest of the leisure 
activities of Turin youth studied, the average expenditure of EUR 
41.92 is relatively balanced compared to the money spent on 
other purposes.

Turin students should be considered occasional clubbers, 
since just 41.7% of them visit music and night clubs once per 
month or more frequently. Usually, they go to the clubs in the city 
centre, within walking distance of Via Roma. Regularly visiting 
clubs is also of moderate cost, as the students who do this report 
an average expenditure of EUR 19.89 per month.

Practising sports is more frequent than clubbing, even 
though it requires more money. Almost half of the students 
surveyed (48.2%) regularly visit sports venues, such as gyms, 

Table 2. Frequency of students’ leisure activities

Lodz Turin

Activity n

Frequency

n

Frequency

Regularly

Less often 
(occasionally) 
or not at all %

Regularly

Less often 
(occasionally) 
or not at all %

At least 
once 
per 

week %

At least 
once 
every 
two 

weeks %

At least 
once per 
month %

At least 
once 
per 

week %

At least 
once 

every two 
weeks %

At least 
once per 
month %

Visiting 
music & 

night clubs
1059 6.6 8.5 22.8 62.1 1028 5.6 14.0 22.1 58.3

Visiting 
pubs and 

cafés
1059 17.8 20.9 37.2 24.1 1030 37.5 24.4 21.4 16.7

Visiting 
cultural 
venues

1058 6.3 11.9 39.2 42.6 1032 6.8 18.9 39.4 34.9

Visiting 
sports 
venues

1059 26.3 9.4 16.4 47.9 1029 35.5 6.2 6.5 51.8

Doing 
non-daily 
shopping 

(e.g. clothing, 
electronics)

1059 32.4 19.0 33.8 14.8 1029 4.2 15.0 42.0 38.8

Meeting 
friends at 

home* 
(as a guest or 

a host) 

1059 41.7 26.6 20.9 10.8 1029 43.7 22.9 19.0 14.4

* ‘Home’ means place of permanent or temporary residence. 
Source: own elaboration.
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swimming pools, and sports clubs, although the majority (51.8%) 
do so occasionally or not at all. The city’s students practise sports 
most frequently near where they live, spending EUR 28.58 per 
month on average.

Common and distinctive patterns of students’ leisure 
consumption in Lodz and Turin

The comparison of the images from both cities shows 
that Lodz students spend less (EUR) than Turin students on 
leisure on average. This observation was expected due to the 
differences in price levels in Poland and Italy. However, the 
comparison also reveals common patterns in each of the three 

dimensions studied (Table 5), despite the contextual differences 
of these two student populations and their host cities. First 
and most importantly, Lodz and Turin students have almost 
twin hierarchies of leisure activities in terms of their frequency 
and associated expenditure. The most common leisure activity 
is meeting friends at home, whether they are hosts or guests. 
Secondly, students in both cities often meet in pubs and cafés, 
even though it requires money. Furthermore, the study reveals 
similar patterns of frequency and relative expenditure associated 
with visiting cultural venues and music and night clubs. Thirdly, 
the geographical distribution of students’ leisure activities 
shows that students use particular areas of the respective cities 

Table 3. Expenditure on students’ leisure activities

Lodz Turin

Activity n
Expenditure

n
Expenditure

Mean [EUR**] Median [EUR**] Mean [EUR] Median [EUR]

Visiting music & night clubs 399 16.87 11.90 416 19.89 18.75

Visiting pubs and cafés 801 14.85 11.90 834 23.33 20.00

Visiting cultural venues 605 9.98 7.14 654 12.97 10.00

Visiting sports venues 549 14.21 11.90 480 28.58 24.00

Doing non-daily shopping 
(e.g. clothing, electronics) 898 40.35 23.80 602 41.92 30.00

Meeting friends at home* 
(as a guest or host) 940 12.95 9.95 810 9.76 0.00

* ‘Home’ means place of permanent or temporary residence. 
** PLN converted to EUR. EUR/PLN rate = 4.20 (consistent with the survey period). 
Source: own elaboration. Values calculated from the answers provided by students declaring they undertook particular types of 
activities regularly only.

Table 4. Geography of students’ leisure activities

Lodz Turin

Activity n

Geography

n

Geography

City 
centre* 

%

HEI 
area*** 

%

Neigh-
bour-

hood**** 
%

Another 
area %

City 
centre** 

%

HEI 
area*** 

%

Neigh-
bour-

hood**** 
%

Another 
area %

Visiting music & night 
clubs 397 71.3 7.6 14.6 6.5 406 53.9 8.9 13.1 24.1

Visiting pubs and cafés 777 68.5 12.5 13.5 5.5 791 45.5 13.8 23.3 17.4

Visiting cultural venues 603 59.4 8.8 12.9 18.9 636 63.7 6.6 10.2 19.5

Visiting sports venues 503 23.3 12.9 40.8 23.0 444 4.7 12.4 48.0 34.9

Doing non-daily 
shopping 

(e.g. clothing, electronics)
852 38.7 8.2 38.5 14.6 582 54.3 5.5 14.4 25.8

* 10 minutes’ walking distance from Ulica Piotrkowska in Lodz.
** 10 minutes’ walking distance from Via Roma in Turin.
*** 10 minutes’ walking distance from the student’s place of education in Lodz or Turin.
**** 10 minutes’ walking distance from the student’s place of residence in Lodz or Turin.
Source: own elaboration. Values calculated from the answers provided by students declaring they undertook particular types of 
activities regularly only.
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for particular purposes in a similar way. From the students’ 
perspective, city centres are places to have fun in music and 
night clubs, pubs and cafés and cultural venues, and to shop 
(for non-daily products). Meanwhile, the neighbourhoods they 
inhabit host mostly home meetings and sports activities. The 
surroundings of the HEI facilities in Lodz and Turin are not, 
generally speaking, common areas of leisure activities of the 
students.

Despite the revealed similarities, two outlying and intriguing 
phenomena require more attention. Firstly, shopping for non-
daily products (such as clothing or electronics) is a much more 
frequent and more economically important leisure activity for 
students in Lodz than in Turin. On the one hand, it might be a 
specific pattern for a post-socialist society, in which the ability 
to consume has become one of the most vivid determinants 
that influence social strata (Sýkora & Bouzarovski 2012). On the 
other, it may be an effect of the rising purchasing power due to 
the continuous growth of the Polish economy in recent years. 
However, there are some grounds to think that the very frequent 
shopping activity declared by Lodz students’ does not necessarily 
mean that they purchase goods very frequently. In post-socialist 
societies, ‘window shopping’ in malls is often a way to spend 
leisure time and to socialise (Cudny 2016). In contrast, the low 
shopping activity of Turin students might be the result of the 
austerity of the Italian economy after the 2008 global financial 
crisis and its consequences, e.g. prolonging economic stagnation 
and limited job opportunities for the youth (Caruso, Pede & Rossignolo 
2019).

Secondly, the patterns of visiting cultural venues show 
a preference for more sophisticated activities among Turin 
students than their counterparts in Lodz. In both cities overall, 

the popularity of watching films in cinemas is comparable, but 
only Turin students claim they regularly visit museums. It might 
be a matter of the good reputation of Turin’s museums and 
their ticketing policy (supply side) or a matter of students’ tastes 
(demand side). Nevertheless, further research into these two 
phenomena is needed to explain them correctly.

The role of students’ leisure consumption for their host cities
In the light of the analysis, university students should be 

perceived as an important consumer group in contemporary 
university cities, not just because of the size of their population 
but also because of the patterns of their leisure activities. 
The evidence shows that students’ leisure time in Lodz and 
Turin consists of many out-of-home activities associated with 
purchasing services and goods. Despite the fact that in both 
cities the single most common activity is meeting friends at 
home, their venue-based consumption involves much higher 
expenditure in total. In other words, student lifestyles seem to 
follow the neoliberal pattern of commodification (Chatterton 2010), 
as they commonly involve visiting pubs and cafés, as well as 
visiting cultural and sports venues, or going shopping for non-
daily products. Therefore, the student populations seem to be 
rather ‘lucrative’ for businesses operating in these two urban 
economies. This finding is noteworthy, especially from the Polish 
perspective, where previous research found that students ‘[…] 
stay in, rather than go out and spend money in pubs and bars’ 
(Grabkowska & Frankowski 2016). By contrast, the results of the 
research presented here suggest leisure preferences for venue-
based consumption. Thus, it might be assumed that, to a certain 
extent, the presence of students in a university city accelerates its 
economy through the development of the ‘student urban service 

Figure 2. Via Roma in Turin
Source: Jakub Zasina (2017).
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sector’, as Chatterton (2010) called it, which includes leisure venues 
such as pubs, cafés, cinemas, gyms, and clubs.

Nonetheless, the results show that student lifestyles are not 
as spectacular as they once seemed. Put briefly, much of the 
prior research on students’ leisure practices focused mainly on 
their nights out (e.g. Hollands 1995; Chatterton 1999; Brands, Schwanen 
& van Aalst 2014; Gant & Terry 2017). Considered in this light, the 
evidence from Lodz and Turin shows that there are students who 
do regularly party in music and night clubs, but their number is 
far smaller than those who prefer other, more ‘mundane’ types of 
leisure (such as practising sports or watching films in cinemas). 
Therefore, student leisure seems to be a complex set of consumer 
practices that we should be aware of when assessing the role of 
students as actors of urban change.

A surprising finding of this study is the level of popularity 
of non-daily shopping (e.g. for clothing or electronics), 
especially among the students in Lodz. The evidence shows 
that of the leisure activities analysed, it is not only the second 
most regular activity for Lodz students, but also the costliest. 
Therefore, shopping activities seem to be one of the crucial 
aspects of students’ lifestyles and, perhaps, their identities as 
well. This intriguing finding strengthens the link between the 
notions of consumerism and the ‘student city’, but then it also 
raises questions about the economic consequences of this 
phenomenon for cities that host HEIs and their students. Suffice 
to say, numerous municipal policies that stress the need to attract 
students, as well as analyses of the economic impact of HEIs 
on their host communities, suggest that student money acts as 
a stimulus for local businesses growth (Hermannsson, McGregor 
& Swales 2018). However, because the large share of student 
expenditure on clothing and electronics might be assumed to 
go to the stores of multinational corporations, the local benefits 
(multipliers) from students’ consumption might prove to be 
limited. Yet, the more moderate picture of this issue from Turin 
does not allow for generalisations.

Finally, the research reveals that student populations use 
particular urban areas for certain leisure activities. The evidence 
shows that students’ entertainment venues (music and night 
clubs, pubs and cafés, cinemas and museums) and shopping are 

concentrated in the central areas of Lodz and Turin. In both cities, 
students do not go out much near the HEI facilities where they 
study, although some student leisure activities, such as sports, 
take place in the neighbourhoods where they live. Therefore, it 
seems that the Polish and Italian students differentiate places 
of fun from those of accommodation and education, as has 
been argued in other studies (e.g. Russo & Tajter 2007; Murzyn-
Kupisz & Szmytkowska 2015; Calvo 2017). In other words, it is the city 
centres of Lodz and Turin that are undergoing a consumption-
oriented restructuring led by the students’ demand for leisure 
and entertainment. In contrast, restructuring of this type seems 
to be limited in other areas of both cities. However, this spatial 
distinction between students’ leisure, on the one hand, and their 
places of residence and education, on the other, might be a 
phenomenon that is unique to large (Russo & Tajter 2007) or post-
industrial cities (Wattis 2013), such as Lodz and Turin.

Conclusions
This paper focused on the intersection of two essential 

processes in post-industrial urban restructuring, namely the rise 
of consumerism and the growth of higher education enrolments, 
which are taking place worldwide in numerous cities that host 
university students. It proposed a three-dimensional framework 
(consisting of the temporal, economic, and spatial dimensions) 
of studying university students’ consumption patterns, and it 
employed this using quantitative survey data gathered among 
student populations in Lodz, Poland and Turin, Italy. Attention 
was paid to students’ leisure activities, such as visiting music and 
night clubs, pubs and cafés, and cultural and sports venues, as 
well as doing non-daily shopping and meeting friends at home. 
The analysis aimed to identify students’ leisure practices and 
their role in the cities that host the youth.

As a consequence, the study adds a picture of students’ 
leisure consumption patterns to the flourishing debate on the 
rise of the ‘consumption-oriented student city’ and students’ role 
as actors of urban change (Chatterton 2010). First of all, the study 
comprehensively approached student leisure by analysing a wide 
range of leisure activities, in contrast to prior research which 
focused predominantly on students’ nights out. Consequently, 

Table 5. Common and distinctive patterns of students’ leisure consumption

Lodz distinctive patterns Lodz and Turin common patterns Turin distinctive patterns

•	 Doing non-daily shopping (e.g. 
for clothing, electronics) is a very 
common leisure activity.

•	 Visiting cultural venues is limited to 
watching films in multiplexes.

•	 Meeting friends at home is the most 
frequent leisure activity.

•	 Mean expenditure on meeting 
friends at home is lower than mean 
expenditure on other, out-of-home 
types of leisure activities.

•	 Visiting music & night clubs is the least 
frequent leisure activity.

•	 Sports venues are visited very 
frequently or not at all.

•	 City centres serve as places for 
entertainment in pubs and cafés, 
cultural venues and music & night 
clubs, and for shopping.

•	 Students visit sports venues in the 
neighbourhoods they inhabit.

•	 Areas next to HEI facilities do not 
attract many students for leisure 
activities.

•	 Visiting pubs and cafés  is a very 
common leisure activity.

•	 Visiting cultural venues is dominated 
by watching films in cinemas, but also 
includes seeing museum exhibitions.

Source: own elaboration.
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it has revealed that student leisure in Lodz and Turin consists 
of a heterogeneous set of activities, among which, night-time 
entertainment in music and night clubs plays a marginal role. 
Therefore, the evidence from the two cities suggests that the 
student urban leisure sector should be associated more with 
pubs, cafés, cinemas and gyms, as well as shops (that sell non-
daily products, such as clothing and electronics). 

Secondly, this contribution has shown that urban 
restructuring, led by the rise of consumer culture and the 
massification of higher education, touches mostly on city centres. 
More precisely, the majority of Lodz and Turin students’ leisure 
activities take place in consumption venues located in the central 
areas of both cities and, to a much lesser extent, around the 
students’ places of residence and education. Therefore, students’ 
geographies of leisure in both cities share some similarities with 
the ‘urban playscapes’ phenomenon (Chatterton & Hollands 2002; 
Crivello 2011). However, get-togethers at home were found to be 
extremely popular among both sets of students, which supports 
the recent view that ‘more mundane spaces’ should also be 
considered noteworthy consumption geographies for empirical 
studies (Lane & Mansvelt 2020). 

Thirdly, the formula of comparative research led to the 
conclusion that despite some differences in the pictures of 
students’ leisure in Lodz and Turin, they share, surprisingly, many 
similarities. Thus, future research should strive to gauge to what 
extent contemporary students’ leisure consumption patterns are 
globalised and universal across university towns and cities.

Nevertheless, the research presented has some limitations 
that could be tackled in the future. Although the value of this 
contribution is an analysis based on samples reflecting the 
entire student populations of Lodz and Turin, in contrast to 

previous papers which focused on particular student cohorts, it 
does not provide insights into the leisure differences between 
particular student sub-populations. Therefore, when addressing 
studenthood diversity (Holton 2019), future research could 
illuminate the differences in leisure consumption by the students’ 
domicile, residence, level of education, and other characteristics. 
Furthermore, the focus of this contribution was on students’ 
consumption of leisure, while the production of leisure was 
not investigated. Thus, questions can also be raised about the 
degree to which students are not just leisure consumers but also 
its providers (Chatterton 1999; Boersma, Langen & Smets 2013). Finally, 
this paper proposed thinking about the spatial distribution of 
student leisure activities in a simplified way. Hence, this issue 
needs further research with better geographical accuracy.
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